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http://eprints.soton.ac.uklarge elemental variations are contained within a single ore deposit, which means that 
an object from any source may contain a number of compositional overlaps. 
Secondly, additional elements not present in the initial ores used in experimental 
casting have been shown to end up in the final elemental make up of an object, 
finding their way into the mix from both previous casts or from the charcoal itself. 
Again, this situation further erodes the extent to which a definitive source of ore may 
be recognised from the elemental composition of an object alone. It should also be 
remembered that the mixing and recycling (see below) of metal from different 
sources practically erases all evidence of provenance (Pernicka 1998: 264) 
 
Notwithstanding these caveats, various attempts have been made at defining 
distinctive metal types or groups. For the EBA in Britain, Northover (1980; 1982) 
has determined a series of impurity patterns and suggested that their spatial 
distribution shows clear circulation zones. Moreover, when these patterns are 
overlaid with chronological schemes, it seems that the earliest metals in Britain 
emanated from Irish sources before more localised ore resources in mainland Britain 
were exploited over time (Metal Types A,B and C). A similar pattern emerges for the 
EBA Scottish evidence as set out by Coles (1969: 56-68) who designated a number 
of distinct ‘metal clusters’ based on similarities in impurity patterning (Table 2.3). 
Coles suggested that these metal types correlated both typologically and 
chronologically with a number of objects. For example Cluster A & C were the most 
frequently represented sources in typologically early object forms, and the elemental 
composition was deemed comparable to the Group I metal advocated by Coghlan 
and Case (1957) and designated to be of Irish origin.  recovered; secondly they assume that the items that were deposited had an economic 
value. The interpretation of mistaken deposition also provided a suitable category 
into which single finds could be absorbed as well as explaining some material may 
have ended up in ‘wet’ contexts.  Bradley (1984) suggests however that “metalwork 
which took along time to make can hardly have come to us through the incompetence 
of so many boatmen and the forgetfulness of so many smiths”.  
 
Many interpretations of the evidence concern themselves with the regulation of metal 
supply, the implication being that when too much bronze was available the only way 
to maintain its value would have been to remove items from circulation. It follows 
that as an anti inflationary measure, metalwork was hoarded. For example, O’Shea 
(1981:178) has proposed a ‘social storage model’, where at times of economic 
surplus, the community may invest in high status goods with which to trade or use as 
gifts in the future in order to maintain relations with other groups. Another 
suggestion has argued that the special character and social value of item is 
maintained by its removal (Meillasoux 1981:71). An increasing supply of items into 
society would increase the access of various levels of that society to goods normally 
associated with ‘elites’. In this way, the status and social value of items would be 
reduced through wider ownership, and the deliberate hoarding of items would 
maintain the limited supply and hence the ‘status’ of an item. In terms of axe 
deposition in graves, Needham (1988) has proposed that the fact that many of the 
axes deposited in graves are of diminutive size is related to the regulation of metal 
stocks, in that the size of metal axes took less metal out of circulation. In all cases 
these interpretations are concerned with the reduction of metalwork from circulation. 
The nature of their economic approach results in the imposition of ‘modern’ concepts 
of value and ‘supply and demand’ to prehistoric society. Moreover, these ideas fail to 
account for the apparent irretrievability of some hoards from certain locations such 
as rivers. Nor do they account for who is controlling the deliberate reduction of 
metal.  
 contexts. The major areas of debate within such typologies and traditions have 
primarily been centred upon arguments concerning the date at which different 
researchers perceive changes in these aspects (e.g. Burgess 1980: 126; e.g. Harbison 
1973). Consequently, approaches to the period as a whole have been from either a 
metalworking or a burial angle (Cooney & Grogan 1994: 96) with production of 
several ordered chronologies and traditions derived from quite separate bodies of 
data that have proved difficult to reconcile with each other.  
 
The typological arrangement of finds also draws upon the idea that recording and 
classification are an essential part of an objective understanding of the past through 
the creation of a scientific body of data against which interpretations could 
subsequently be made. Ultimately, these notions of didactic objectivity emerged out 
of the shift from antiquarian collecting of ‘objects of wonder’ prior to the 
Renaissance, to a subsequent concern with the classification and the creation of 
scientifically proven knowledge that remains ever present today. The production of 
fantastically detailed and inclusive corpora of finds is perhaps one of the most 
tangible results of these notions (e.g. Burgess & Gerloff 1981). While these bodies of 
evidence were held to be incontrovertibly ‘factual’ documents, they remain 
problematic on account of the fact that typological arrangement and classification is 
at once a situated and subjective exercise. Interpretation was seen as being something 
that arose out of classification when in fact interpretation itself was a key tenet of the 
classification process (Barber 2003: 19). The original subjective classification system 
devised by C.J. Thomsen in 1816 into ages of stone, bronze and iron was 
subsequently adopted as the foundation of an apparently objective methodology with 
which to order the prehistoric archaeological remains of Europe. 
 
However, such approaches have also grown out of the fact that metalwork is often 
regarded as the defining feature of a ‘Bronze Age’ (O' Brien 1995: 38), the central 
developmental phase of Thomsen’s ‘Three Age system’. Under this system, it is 
changes in form, material and technological procedures underwritten by ideas of progress and development that provide the means of mapping the development of a 
society from ‘Age of Stone’ to an ‘Age of Iron’, via an ‘Age of Bronze’. The key 
element of such schemes is the location of a society’s relative superiority on the 
technologically defined scale of progress rooted in the Enlightenment paradigms of 
the eighteenth century. Moreover, metal, wealth and power are concepts that are 
easily combined to explain the evolution from simple societies to complex ones 
(Rovira 1995). Under the rubric of a cultural historic methodology particular artefact 
types were deemed suitably representative of distinctive cultural groups.  
 
By mapping the geographical extents and movements of such characteristic styles 
and forms the distribution and movement of cultural groups could be determined. 
This promoted an idea of a Bronze Age society that was economically and 
technologically driven in relation to the production of objects, their accumulation and 
deposition (Needham 2001: 275). These ideas were reinforced by Childe (1930) who, 
in placing metal objects as the central currency of understanding the Bronze Age, 
saw the period as one defined by peoples access to these items be that in the shape of 
finished objects or their raw material prerequisites. Childe’s ideas were an extension 
of social and cultural progress issues, where technological changes were deemed to 
be representative of social and economic alteration. It is only more recently that the 
problematic nature of such a methodology has been subjected to critique. The fact 
that these divisions of time are essentially abstract arrangements often remains in the 
background, and the periods themselves are treated as though they were clearly 
identifiable, objective realities.  
 
As such, the idea emerged that there would be a transitional period between each 
phase that should be detectable in the material evidence and distinct research 
programmes were created to identify the appropriate material transformations at the 
Neolithic/Bronze Age transition for example. Moreover, a closer examination of the 
evidence in the case of the British Isles, shows that there are perhaps more far 
reaching social and cultural changes attributable to the technologically defined things, then objects could also be seen to possess some of the essential qualities of 
being and be treated like people. If objects are to be conceptualised in the same way 
as people therefore, it follows that they too must be viewed in terms of their entire 
existence and framed around the passage of their birth, life and death (Holtdorf 2002; 
Jones 2002) 
 
While the primary aim in making this distinction was to prioritise the active life 
cycle of an object itself and the way in which such items may be implicated in 
society, attention is also drawn to the fluid nature of the margins between people and 
things. Objects can take on some of the characteristics of a person and vice versa. In 
her work on Sumba for example, Janet Hoskins (1998) shows how material objects 
can be employed to both establish and embellish the particular standing of an 
individual in society as well as objects being used as a ‘vehicle of selfhood’ (ibid: 3). 
Such an approach marks a significant departure from a materialist perspective that 
centres on an objects finite use life in functional terms (c.f. the approaches to 
metalwork outlined in Chapter 2), and to address the ways in which objects are used 
to both define and recount personal narratives (Jones 2002: 84). In Hoskins’ account, 
it is the Betel bag, a metaphorical container of aural stories that both represents the 
history and identity of its owner, Maru Daku and establishes his position as a revered 
storyteller in Kodi society. The symbolic passing down of this object confers the 
historical rights to tell the stories located within (Hoskins 1998:36). In this instance 
emphasis has moved away from the idea of an object having its own life history to 
one where the material world acts as a mechanism for the recounting of a persons’ 
own life narrative as well as a vehicle for the display of social identity. We may draw 
a comparison here with Munn (1986)  who has also highlighted how individual fame 
and renown in society may become established through access to and use of material 
objects, namely Kula shells. 
 
 
 Folk’, identified in the material record by their eponymous ceramic vessels, crouched 
inhumations, and archery equipment.   
 
In reaction to this situation, the development of positivist approaches to material 
culture, under the auspices of the New Archaeology, was united by an attempt to 
objectively separate elements of the human/object relationship and generally framed 
objects as passive mediums through which to infer the nature of humanity. In 
viewing the association between people and material culture as an empirical 
relationship, it followed that what could be discovered about anthropogenic activity 
in the past is both created and limited by ‘observationally static facts’ that inertly 
reflected a fossilised history (Binford 1977:6; Patrik 1985). Attempts were made to 
create a series of generalised laws at large scales of analyses that were deemed to be 
cross culturally applicable. It is in this way that the creation of scientifically proven 
objective knowledge was possible.  The epistemological basis of these endeavours 
holds that absolute universal truth is possible and that certainty is achievable. 
Moreover, it is the truth that we should be aiming for. Frameworks were sought by 
which to quantify and compare social identity and status as well as adopting a 
‘Modern’ day materialistic conceptualisation of objects. Such an approach views 
objects as the physical manifestation of human intent to achieve particular goals 
against the external forces of nature, and developing along an ever increasingly 
efficient linear technological trajectory as an ‘extrasomatic means of adaptation’ 
(Binford 1965:205). Objects were not seen as emanating from the internal 
mechanisms of society, but driven by the need to counteract and survive the 
pressures exerted from nature.  
 
A division of human and object has in turn affected the way in which either side of 
this equation have been treated in terms of classification, description and 
interpretation (Shanks 1998:22). Objects in general have been subjected to studies 
that seek to reveal their functional capacity, their date of manufacture and use, and 
developments in form and style. A consideration of these issues over long periods of people create and become structured by social institutions and beliefs beyond their 
conscious awareness or control. From this perspective, a recursive relationship is 
seen to exist between social structure and agency, whereby human action is not 
random but both constrained and enabled by social conventions that are 
simultaneously created and maintained through both the conscious and subconscious 
agency of individuals. The duality of this situation can be understood to emerge from 
endless set of reproduced relations that manifest themselves as a series of repetitive 
social practices and it is through the ongoing performance of this agency/structure 
relationship that social constitution is continually reaffirmed.  
 
The production and use of material culture is fundamentally situated in this 
arrangement, and is born out of the mutual dependency of both human agency and 
structure where objects are created through synchronic actions informed by the 
decisions and context of people. Objects provide a fundamental apparatus through 
which social relations are mediated (Brumfiel 2000:250; Dobres & Hoffman 
1994:212), and have the ability to act as a bridge between the mental and physical 
worlds (Miller 1987:99). Since people have the ability to affect the social structure 
through their own actions they are able to reproduce it or change it and authority can 
be demonstrated by the ability to manipulate objects. As medium for social action, 
material culture is ‘meaningfully constituted’ and so derives its meaning from the 
roles that it plays in these contexts of practice and it follows therefore that a 
contextual interpretation of objects is needed to permit any understanding of social 
relations in the past (Hodder 1986:170). Under such a scheme, meaning is not 
attached to the object itself, but arises from the way it is used, or ‘read’ in a particular 
temporal or spatial context (Tilley 1991).  
 
In the meantime, this perspective crucially highlights how both time and space are 
fundamental elements of social interaction. It is through time that norms are modified Analysis of gloss or ‘polish’ along the cutting edge of flint tools for example, can 
reveal the specific type of activities that a particular implement was employed in, 
differentiating for instance between either the cutting of plant materials (e.g. 
Edmonds 1995:42) or the processing and slicing of meat (e.g. Vaughn 1985). 
However, metalwork has until quite recently has received much less direct attention 
in this regard (see for example Bridgford 1997; Kienlin & Ottaway 1998; see for 
example Taylor 1993) perhaps due in part to a lack in confidence in the ability of 
such methodologies to reveal any useful information Indeed, David Fontijn 
(2002:32) has recently taken the pessimistic view that it is difficult to ascertain any 
archaeological correlates that identify anything about the way in which an object is 
used. While there has been extensive analytical and experimental work on the 
production of metal objects, as well as an increasingly voluminous literature that is 
concerned with their final deposition, studies that aim directly to analyse patterns of 
use wear on metal objects are relatively thin on the ground.  
 
Notwithstanding these assertions, the physical state in which metal objects have been 
found has been implicated in their classification for some time and my review thus 
far has already borne out several instances where this is the case. For example, the 
typological categorisation of hoard assemblages by Evans (1881: 457-470) divided 
assemblages by function into distinct categories, but also on the condition of the 
objects contained therein.  Under this scheme, so called ‘Founder’s Hoards’ were 
identified by the presence of worn out items, scrap metal and casting debris 
indicative of the manufacture of metalwork. Conversely ‘Merchant Hoards’ were 
distinguishable by the presence of a number of similar items in unused condition 
ready to be sold or exchanged. Even though the relatively simplistic and broad nature 
of these divisions has been criticised, they remain a common classificatory currency 
used in contemporary analyses. Allied to notions of competitive consumption, the 
breakage of items prior to deposition has been seen as a status enhancing public act 
of desecration that demonstrated individuals’ wealth and ability to destroy it (Bradley 
1990). At Flag Fen in East Anglia (Pryor 1991), a large quantity of metalwork that wider range of ‘decorative’ techniques, including the hammered grooves or ‘fluting’ 
found on a number of axe faces. More recently, in his analysis of axes from Southern 
Britain, Needham (1983) extended this decorative range further to include any 
embellishment to the ‘as cast’ form of the axe such as the faceting of sides. 
Furthermore, Harbison’s catalogue was criticised on account of the fact that it gave 
no indication regarding the condition of the axes themselves, and that the attached 
drawings fail to show all relevant typological or decorative indicators (Needham 
1983:13).  
 
Coinciding with the publication of Megaw and Hardy’s work, Stuart Piggott (1938) 
also presented a seminal paper that was concerned with the Early Bronze Age in 
Wessex. More specifically Piggott studied the relationships between the rich grave 
sequences and hoarded metalwork as well as synchronising the British Material with 
Continental assemblages. In defining the ‘Wessex Culture’, Piggott highlighted the 
hoarded association of Arreton type flanged axes with the same grooved dagger form 
that was also found in the Wessex graves. Significantly for the chronology of these 
sequences, it was also noted that where axes did occur in graves they were essentially 
developmentally more primitive flat axes, found with triangular daggers (Piggott 
1938:62). During the following twenty years, little amendment was made to the 
underlying developmental framework.  Raferty (1951) established a classification of 
the large body of Irish material, while Coghlan & Case (1957) offered a combined 
classification of both British & Irish axes. However, the 1960’s saw the emergence 
of increasingly detailed typological frameworks with the publication of several key 
texts. Based solely on hoard rather than single finds, Britton (1963) concentrated on 
the scheme for Early Bronze Age Axes in his definition of a series of distinctive 
metalworking traditions. Significantly for this discussion, he attributed the 
production of broad butt flat copper axe forms alongside the tanged daggers 
associated with Beaker pottery to the last period of the Neolithic.  The beginning of 
the Bronze Age was thereby defined by the emergence of the Migdale-Marnoch 
tradition, characterised by the bell shaped thin butted axes fabricated in bronze as seen in the eponymous  Scottish axe and mould forms. Furthermore, Britton 
identified the change from thick to narrow butted form to be allied to the shift from 
copper to bronze axes. Of equal importance was the definition of the Arreton type 
(Britton 1963:259), as being a fully flanged axe form that emerged from a later 
metalworking working tradition of the same name in Southern England. Developing 
the ideas out forward by Piggott (1938) previously, this later tradition was noted for 
its association with more developed metal forms such as riveted daggers and 
socketed spearheads seen in the Wessex grave sequence. 
 
In the same year, J.J. Butler (1963) also presented a typological analysis of the entire 
Bronze Age axe sequence, formulating five typological types that were essentially 
related to their methods of construction. The Early Bronze Age examples were 
divided into developed flat axes, low hammered flanged types and finally axes with 
high cast flanges. Significantly, this latter fabrication method was attributed to 
continental influence. Overseas contact also was at the root of the assessment of Irish 
material by Case (1966) which provided the first detailed study of the links between 
British and continental European axe morphology, and proposed a tripartite 
typology. Type A axes were defined by broad blades and thick butts and were seen 
as being essentially indigenous forms, while Type B examples marked the evolution 
of thin butted forms and were held to have resulted from continental influence. A 
third group, designated Type AB were seen to be ‘hybrid’ types, which Case 
ultimately related to an ‘Impact Phase’ of migration from the Únětice culture. 
Different hafting methods were also recognised (1966:1966).  An extended version 
of the scheme set out by Case was put forward by Coles (1969) who published a trio 
of articles that dealt with Early, Middle and Late Bronze Age metalwork in Scotland 
respectively. Coles similarly employed the Type A, B and AB system, but also splits 
type B into three sub categories (Ba, Bb, and Bc). This typological scheme relates 
directly to the Scottish material at the centre of this thesis, and its defining features 





Figure 6.9 The Barevan Kirk Hoard 





Figure 6.14 The Culbin Hoard 
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Figure 6.22 depicts the axe from Jordanshill (DA71). The axe is damaged by a series 
of lateral indentations or cut marks running across the face. The axe also has a number 
of punched decorative indentations. However, the decoration physically overlays 
damage to the axe face in this case. Stratigraphically therefore, the application of the 
decoration must have come after the damage had occurred to the axe face. Moreover, 
the decoration appears to be framed by the damage, or certainly has influenced where 
the decoration was placed. This again overturns the notion that metal objects were 
decorated as part of the production process before they were used or circulated during 
their use life. These activities could clearly take place at any time, perhaps far 
removed from the production of the original object itself.  
 
Other examples offer indirect direct evidence of the application of decoration at a 
later point in an axe’s life. For example, the decoration on axe DA5 “Scotland” is 
decorated with a punched pattern on both sides. However, the punches show far 
greater degree of wear on one side of the axe which may indicate that this side was 
decorated for a longer period of time. Elsewhere, the herringbone decoration on the 
axe from Ashybank (DA10) appears incomplete as if it was still in the process of 
being embellished. On other examples the relative freshness of decoration also 
suggests that this process was not necessarily a one off operation carried out during 
the production phase of an axe's life. The decorated axe from the Barevan hoard 
(DQ264) has a fluted pattern running along the length of the blade and a series of 
punched marks running along the edges of the axe. However, the fluted decoration is 
very worn, with distinct attrition being seen along the crests of the decoration ridges. 
In contrast however, the punches are very fresh and relatively recent. This again 
suggests decoration being carried out at different points in an axes life. The 
contrasting evidence of decoration freshness is also seen on one of the axes  
(DNC 986.18.2) from the Dail Na Caraidh hoard (Figure 6.22). Here a fragmentary 
axe, showing signs of significant use and circulation has very fresh decoration that 
appears to have been applied to the axe when it was already in a worn state. 
  
 
and are perceived in their own right. It follows that all axes were different with no two 
being exactly the same. This issue is often overlooked in by the disengaged 
categorisation of objects via typology. The wear patterns shown, and the variances 
they display, suggest that there was in fact no definitive point in an object's functional 
life when they are deemed to have become ‘ready’ to be deposited solely on account 
of their physical state and efficacy. Our categorisations of single or hoarded find do 
not consider these factors and are more concerned with the context of recovery and 
association of typologically similar material. However, when each item contained 
therein is treated as a context in its own right and viewed individually, it is apparent 
that there is a repeated pattern where varied wear signatures suggest that there was 
almost some form of predetermined recipe of old and new or fresh and worn objects 
that were required to be associated together. Needham (2004) suggests that the hoards 
from Dail Na Caraidh 1and Hill of Finglenny may represent material gathered over a 
few generations on account of their inclusion of chronologically variant types. This 
suggestion has more weight when set alongside the inclusion of items in hoards that 
have different circulation times as indicated by their different edge and break 
freshness. In this regard, it is also interesting that objects displaying recurring wear 
patterns have also been recorded in late Bronze Age Nordic ornament hoards 
(Kristiansen pers. com) as well as collections of Bronze Age thumbnail scrapers 
(Brück pers. com). It would appear therefore that the curation and reconfiguration of 
sets of material was more widespread. In these situations, different phases in the 
object's life appear to be intentionally represented. These features serve to highlight 
the point that axes like other objects lived out different existences after they had been 
created, and that these lives were an intrinsic part of the selection criteria for 
assembling groups of objects to be deposited together.  In chapter 3, I outlined the 
approach put forward to the circulation of fragments put by Chapman (2001).  The 
basis of his approach was the breaking of objects into smaller partible parts that then 
have the potential to be circulated, collected and reconfigured alongside other material 
indices. While Chapman is concerned with the actual breakage of objects, his ideas of 
accumulation clearly have resonance in this situation. Rather than being seen as  
 
by groups (c.f. "community deposits" Needham 1988), as a medium for the creation 
and mediation of social liaisons. The practice of hoarding may have been the end 
result of community activity whereby objects that were symbolic of different social 
relationships were accumulated together to reinforce communal relations en masse. 
Different parts of society perhaps defined by age, gender, or kin association may have 
been subject to differing rules and regulations governing the identity of objects they 
were required to submit. Perhaps a better term for these assemblages would be “event 
deposits” where different individuals are represented who have taken part in some 
form of communal activity, for example the felling of trees for the construction of a 
trackway. 
 
In this light, the joint internment of items physically represents the day to day social 
relationships. This concept is particularly applicable to the roles axes may have 
played during their lives and shows how the boundary between object and person is 
likely to have been transgressed. The condition of an individual axe was perhaps a 
direct indicator of an individual, visible to all in society that extended the presence or 
agency of an individual. For example, in simple terms it is possible to hypothesise a 
range of status based on age were longer biographies of people’s social standing was 
intimately related and displayed through a parallel longer biography of an object.  
Axes had their own personalities and histories and I contend this was recognisable 
through the lens of their physicality. Here, the concept of Patina is useful and 
relevant. The term encompasses any wear, tear, chips or sheen that develops on the 
surface of an object during its life. It is these features that give vital clues towards 
recognising the age of an object and so the duration of its life. Mckraken (1997) 
demonstrates how these features were socially significant and related to a system of 
display and status in the high medieval period. An individual claim to status was 
materialised in ownership and condition of items such as cutlery and crockery. With 
the increasing wealth of individual families, these items were becoming more readily 
affordable by an increasing number of people. However, the key issue was that while 
such items were affordable and available for purchase by elites for use at social  
 
gatherings, the patina that they displayed was an indicator of how long their owners 
had owned and used these objects. This was synonymous with their own biographies 
of status and denoted their longevity as a member of the elite class.  This affirmation 
of an individual claim to status is therefore given a temporal aspect in rather the same 
way that archaeological evidence has been used to legitimise claims for national 
status. Critically, patina was not forgeable and could only be created over time. These 
issues are still prevalent in today’s society. For example faded jeans replicate age and 
wear so rather than buy a ‘new’ pair of trousers; there is a demand for them to at least 
appear old. Clearly these issues are also tied into the changing fashions and the social 
identity of the owner. While the physicality of objects is often taken for granted, it is a 
key element of intended life of an object (Buchli 1995: 81-93) and related to its 
intended or required durability.  
 
This concept is particularly relevant to the wear on axes. As a vehicle for transferring 
the status, age or identity of the owner, the wear and damage to an axe was perhaps a 
material expression. It was through the condition of material items in this way that an 
“aura” is created around both the object and its owner (Benjamin 1969; Shanks 1998). 
While most axes were deposited in a functional condition, the typologically later 
forms display greater levels of non symmetry and more overall signs of attrition. This 
suggests that circulation periods increased through time. Similar ideas have also been 
discussed in terms of pottery (Woodward 1998). These terms represent points at either 
end of continuum in rather the same way that issues of production and deposition 
underlie traditional approaches to metalwork. In contrast, I would like to argue that 
these recurring patterns of increased wear and attrition mirror the incorporation of 
metal objects into social use. Since objects are created through technological acts that 
are informed by the decisions and context of social actors, technology is a 
fundamental medium through which social relations are mediated (Dobres & Hoffman 
1994: 212). It is useful to picture this relationship as a form of ‘social equation’ that 
exists in an ongoing and dynamic state of recalculation to encompass variations in its 
component parts facilitated by the action of people who articulate their social  
 
It is tempting to suggest that as metal became more freely available to a greater 
number of people it took on more significance as a medium of embodying social 
relations. While axes were not broken in overtly deliberate ways, later forms of object 
such as swords may have allowed different forms of breakage. The modern day 
conceptualisation of the technological process sees it very much in utilitarian terms as 
finite process with a defined beginning and end. In the case of metallurgy, such a 
view may begin the technological sequence with the initial recognition and collection 
of the requisite ores followed by the various processes that transform these raw 
materials into metal, and perhaps end with the breaking of an object from its mould. 
In this light, the infliction of damage or the breakage of this created object into pieces 
seems to be counter-intuitive. However, we may consider such activities as an 
extension of the technological process, as an ongoing manipulation of the material 
world. Hoffman (1999) has noted how in order to break an item a degree of technical 
knowledge its material properties is necessary and informs the method of breakage. In 
this light, it may be that certain objects which displayed signs of poor casting were 
deliberately selected to be broken when in use, perhaps as part of the destructive 
performance.  Figure 7.8 shows a bent axe from Dunino which is perhaps and 
example of a failed attempt. Building on Hoffman’s ideas of the link between 
technical knowledge, I would like to propose that the later forms of artefact were 
easier to break. The effort and material knowledge required to break a small bronze 
axe for example is far different from the snapping of a sword blade across the knee. 
Moreover, there are more limited ways of damaging an axe, whereas a sword provides 
a larger amount of features to be damaged. These ideas connect to suggestion above 
that these items remained in circulation for a longer period of time, and the infliction 
of damage was increasingly used as a social mechanism and means of expression. 
 
There are a series of issues that arise out of these previous approaches, and my initial 
concern is with the various terminologies that are employed. The terms ‘use wear’, 
‘damage’, and ‘fragmentation’ appear ill defined, and take on nebulous qualities to the 
extent that they have become almost interchangeable. I contend that this issue  
 
emerges from the inferred function of the objects in question. For example, the 
presence of trauma to the blade edge on a sword is a feature that is to be expected 
from such an item, arising out of its primary use as a weapon. This may equally be 
described as ‘use wear’ or ‘damage’. Conversely, if the sword is broken into pieces, 
analysts appear reticent to attribute anything but a premeditated motive, irrespective 
of the fact that these breaks may have occurred at weak points in the original casting 
and conceivably arose out of normally expected usage. Unsurprisingly, this situation 
would normally be ascribed ‘deliberately damaged’ status. While I believe many 
metal objects were indeed deliberately broken, I would contend that blanket 
assignation of ritualised status to this action presents far too narrow an assessment in 
all cases. Such opinions are rooted in a modern day conceptualisation of the 
technological process that sees it very much in utilitarian terms as a finite process 
with a defined beginning and end. In the case of metalwork, such a view may begin 
the technological sequence with the initial recognition and collection of the requisite 
ores followed by the various processes that transform these raw materials into metal, 
and perhaps end with the breaking of an object from its mould. In this light, the 
infliction of damage or the breakage of this created object into pieces seems to be 
counter-intuitive. If this fictitious example describes the polarised positions on either 
side of a deliberate: unintentional use wear dichotomy, a somewhat hazy situation 
arises where cutting edges are held to show signs of intentional damage (e.g. 
Needham 1989). 
 
A related issue is the fact that we tend to separate objects once created from their 
physical  inventory.  The  division  of  artefacts  into  categories  assumes  that  these 
divisions were recognised in prehistory. However, these functional delineations may 
not have been recognised in the same way, where the meaning and value of an object 
may have been relatively less stable (Bradley 1990: 32). In terms of metalwork, once 
an axe has been cast and freed from its mould we tend only to concern ourselves with 
the shape of the axe and the way it is utilised, rather than a consideration of the 
material properties and technology it represents. How may these latter features be  
 
 
Secondly, the experimental work that was carried out extended previous work in both 
its scope and extent. While my initial hope that a range of use wear rates could be 
established  was  not  realised  due  to  the  large  number  of  variables  that  became 
apparent, work on the  cold hardening  and decoration of  axes has opened up new 
avenues of research. The speed at which an axe becomes cold hardened during its use, 
and the resultant brittleness of the metal, shows that for a metal axe to be used in a 
functional sense over any length of time, a sequence of reheating and cooling would 
have been necessary. This would have potentially require the axehead to be removed 
from the haft, and certainly the creation of a fire. Were these activities carried out by 
metalworkers or by the owners of axes? What social significance did these acts take 
on? 
 
Thirdly, from the perspective of use wear analysis, the arguments put forward suggest 
that  the  traditional  dichotomies  employed  in  the  categorisation  of  this  body  of 
archaeological  material  do  not  seem  to  be  represented  in  patterns  of  wear.  Our 
designated boundaries of items as either 'hoards' 'single' finds for example appear to 
be more blurred and ill defined. It is clear that these items all had individual lives post 
production, and were circulated for varying lengths of time. While these suggestions 
are not new, it is apparent from the results presented here that another variable in this 
argument can be removed from consideration. 
 
My fourth point is an extension of this fact where I have shown that metal axes were 
subjected to different intensities of use in a functional sense, but were also circulated 
for different time periods prior to their deposition. The period of time after production  
 
and  before  deposition  may  have  been  further  divided  into  functional  or  symbolic 
periods, perhaps extending far beyond the individual human lifetime. In terms of their 
association with other axes in hoard deposits, I have suggested that a consideration of 
their  individual  life  histories  was  an  important  criteria  for  their  selection  and 
juxtaposition. Their relative ages when deposited, identified by degrees of wear and 
attrition, may have been synonymous with both the individuals who owned and used 
them, as well as recounting the activities or events in which they had been involved. I 
have shown that interpretations of structured acts of deposition must also incorporate 
factors relating to the life of those objects prior to their final consignment, and move 
to consider how these salient issues were mutually entangled.  
 
Fifthly,  I  have  shown  through  my  critique  of  more  traditional  approaches  to 
metalwork, how objects have been homogenised by typology and as a result their 
object lifetimes have been compressed. While attention has previously been given to 
use  wear,  the  extension  and  cross  comparison  of  the  freshness  of  edges  and  the 
sharpness of blades clearly indicates a range of lifetimes in evidence. Perhaps most 
significantly, the different freshness of broken edges across two parts of the same axe 
reinforce  the  concept  that  these  objects  could  transform  from  a  purely  functional 
object, to a symbolic item that carried with it an individual history.  Additionally, this 
fact also undermines the long held idea that items were broken or damaged at or very 
near to the time at which they were deposited. 
 
These facts are further enhanced if we consider the potential application of decoration 
over time rather than a facet of production.  We can perhaps see, in certain decorated 
examples incomplete decorative schemes that are in the process of being fashioned. 
An immediate area for future discussion in these situations is why certain objects 
were not completed. Furthermore, what is the relationship between the individuality 
of  the  EBA  decorative  schemes  carried  out  over  time  to  those  decorative  
 
enhancements that are made during the casting process on similar types of item in 
later periods? 
 
Finally, the work presented here has clearly involved only one class of object. The 
goal must now be to extend some of the key issues across not only the whole range of 
metal objects, but to other objects. It is clear that other types of object were also 
circulated over periods of time and the findings of this study would be significantly 
bolstered by similar approaches being applied. 